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From WACs to Rangers
Women in the U.S. Military since World War II
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Abstract: This article examines women’s participation in U.S. military service 
from World War II to the present. It argues that there have been five major 
milestones that have expanded opportunities for women within military service 
and that these momentous changes have revealed a dichotomy in causation 
between national need based on personnel shortages and the pursuit of equal 
opportunity. As a result, this article contributes to an informed understanding 
of the dynamic and contested nature of military service.
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It had been a grueling journey, but they had made it to graduation day. The 
summer air was heavy, humid, and stale, but it could not stifle the anticipa-
tion that they felt. As the ceremony commenced, First Lieutenants Kristen 

Griest and Shaye Haver proudly reflected on their graduation from U.S. Army 
Ranger School at Fort Benning, Georgia. These two Army officers were West 
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Point graduates; Griest served as a military police officer and Haver flew Boeing 
AH-64 Apache attack helicopters. Griest and Haver also were among the first 
women to attend the intense infantry combat tactics course, which the Army 
had previously restricted to males. On 21 August 2015, after two months of 
exhausting road marches, demanding obstacle courses, and extreme physical 
training through woodland, mountain, and swamp terrain, they became the 
first two women to complete the school and earn the distinctive, respected, and 
coveted Ranger tabs to wear on their uniforms. It was an immense personal 
achievement, but it also marked a new era for women in the U.S. military.1

Women have served in the U.S. military for a long time and with much 
distinction.2 Roughly 34,500 American women served during World War I. 
Of these, 22,000 women served in the Army Nurse Corps and 12,500 females 
served as secretaries, radio electricians, translators, draftsmen, and camouflage 
designers.3 Approximately 350,000 women served in the U.S. military during 
World War II in a variety of capacities. Because of the large influx of women, 
the Armed Services created new organizations to manage their service within 
the larger, male-dominated military. In 1941, the Army established the Wom-
en’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC), and in 1943 changed the name to the 
Women’s Army Corps (WAC); contemporary observers colloquially referred to 
women in this organization as WACs.4 In 1941, the Navy established Women 
Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service (WAVES), and two years later the 
Coast Guard established the U.S. Coast Guard Women’s Reserve (SPARs), an 
acronym created from combination of the first letters of the group’s Latin mot-
to, Semper Paratus, and its English translation, “Always Ready.”5 In 1943, the 
Marines created the Marine Corps Women’s Reserve and eventually used the 
broad term Women in the Marines, and females serving in the Army Air Corps 
first served as Women Airforce Service Pilots (WASPs), which later became part 
of an organization unimaginatively called Women in the Air Force (WAF) once 
that Service became independent in 1947.6 

The 350,000 women who served in the U.S. military during World War II 
represented approximately 2.3 percent of the total American force, an import-
ant but temporary duty in the minds of most Americans, including some of 
these women.7 As a result, their service freed men to fight a two-front war, and 
that global conflict dramatically altered the perception and reality of women in 
the U.S. military in new ways. Women had served before, but the U.S. military 
had not utilized women in such large numbers and doing so spurred the cre-
ation of separate organizations with attendant heightened visibility of women’s 
roles. Even with seismic shifts due to military necessity, personnel policy still 
relegated women to an auxiliary status that was by definition not permanent. 
Women’s service within these auxiliary branches ended six months after the 
cessation of hostilities.

MCUJ_Special Issue_2018.indd   79 10/29/18   2:12 PM



80 From WACs to Rangers

MCU Journal

As World War II demonstrated, even though women have served in the 
U.S. military in large numbers and with great merit, the policies that have 
governed their service often limited their full participation and denied them 
equal opportunities to serve in combat arms and thus advance to the higher 
ranks.8 Since World War II, there have been enormous changes for women in 
the U.S. military, evidenced by the stark contrast between women serving as 
WACs in World War II to women now qualified to serve as U.S. Army Rangers 
and the ultimate milestone that all military occupations, including combat spe-
cialties (also known as MOSs), are now open to women. These opportunities 
for women in the U.S. military have emerged through a series of initiatives 
that transformed policies regulating their service. This article explores the major 
milestones for women in the U.S. military from their inclusion as permanent 
members of the military in 1948 to the opening of combat specialties to women 
in 2015. Throughout this period, women have found more openings and be-
come a larger proportion of the U.S. military, increasing from roughly 2 percent 
during World War II to approximately 15 percent in 2017.9

We examine five specific milestones—the Women’s Armed Services In-
tegration Act (1948), the creation of the Defense Advisory Committee on 
Women in the Services (DACOWITS, 1951), the advent of the All-Volunteer 
Force (1973), the Presidential Commission on the Assignment of Women in 
the Armed Forces (1992), and the opening of combat occupations and units 
to women (2015)—spanning seven decades that have fundamentally altered 
the nature of service for women as well as the U.S. military itself. This history 
exposes an important dichotomy regarding opportunities for women, especially 
the balance between national need versus access to one of the few aspects of 
service dominated primarily by men. Moreover, these five changes in policy 
have demonstrated that the modern moment emerged because of both internal 
and external forces. 

In looking at these policies together, it becomes clear that military ne-
cessity and national need opened the door for greater participation of wom-
en, a foundation that civilians built upon to expand opportunities for female 
servicemembers. The first three milestones—the Women’s Armed Services  
Integration Act, the creation of the DACOWITS, and the advent of the All- 
Volunteer Force—demonstrate national need and reveal that the military fought 
broader social norms of the Cold War era regarding women’s roles in the work-
place. At the same time that American society defined women’s roles in terms of 
Cold War domesticity, confining women to the duty of mother or wife in image 
if not reality, the military sought to increase their responsibilities. Albeit for 
pragmatic motives, the military needed greater female participation in the mil-
itary even while it was still overwhelmingly biased in favor of service by men.

Recruiting more women to fill the ranks for the military—as clerks, tech-
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nicians, and medical personnel—became the most significant indicator, and 
driver, of change. The last two milestones—the Presidential Commission on 
the Assignment of Women in the Armed Forces and the opening of combat oc-
cupations and units to women—demonstrated a far different dynamic. Policy 
makers extended the scope of women’s assignment for political purposes based 
on the meaning of citizenship, often in concert with the social expectations of 
a large segment of Americans. Ensuring that women had equal opportunities 
within military service became a paramount factor for some, while still hotly 
contested among others who openly question the issue of combat effectiveness. 
The last and current generations of Americans generally accept increased in-
volvement of women in other sectors, and leaders adjusted certain aspects of 
policy and service to ensure commensurate changes for women in the Services. 

Consequently, a stark contrast emerged. While both periods witnessed dra-
matic redefinitions in context of their social milieus, they did so in distinct 
ways. The first three milestones focused on national need and how women 
could fill roles to meet it, while the period of the last two milestones hinged 
on the meaning of full citizenship by expanding opportunities for women to 
ensure equality of access. As a result, women in the U.S. military evolved from 
serving in auxiliary units, such as the WACs during WWII, to qualifying for 
and seeking positions in combat units, such as the Army Rangers in 2015. Soon 
thereafter, civilian leaders opened all military assignments to women in most 
of the Services.

Women’s Armed Services Integration Act
On 3 June 1948, Congress passed the Women’s Armed Services Integration Act; 
President Harry S. Truman signed it into law on 12 June 1948.10 The law had 
positive and negative impacts on opportunities for women in the U.S. military. 
During the First and Second World Wars, women on the home front and in the 
military functioned as a reserve labor force, allowing them to defy social norms 
for the good of the war effort. The 1948 law, however, transitioned women 
from auxiliary to permanent service but also constrained their opportunities. 
The law placed a ceiling of 2 percent on the number of women who could serve 
and restricted the highest rank that those women could attain to lieutenant 
colonel or commander in both active duty and Reserve forces. The act allowed 
a woman to serve as a colonel or captain if she was the director of the Women’s 
Army Corps or WAVES, but that rank was only temporary and tied to that 
specific assignment. Once she left the billet, she returned to her previous rank. 

Thus, Congress and President Truman made a change in military demo-
graphics without making women equal to men in access to billets or ranks.11 
Four days after Truman signed the law, WAVES director Captain Joy Bright 
Hancock, head of WAC Colonel Mary Hallaren, director of Women in the 
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Marines Major Julia E. Hamblet, and director of WAF Lieutenant Colonel 
Geraldine May held a joint press conference and outlined adjustments wrought 
by the new law. Colonel Hallaren fielded questions and cautioned that even 
though the new law would make women’s role in the American military per-
manent, assignments for women would remain much the same. When asked if 
women would now serve in such new roles as pilots, she indicated, “No pilots 
for the moment.”12

A series of enlistment ceremonies for women occurred throughout sum-
mer and fall of 1948, marking their transition into permanent service. General 
Omar N. Bradley, U.S. Army Chief of Staff, administered the oath of enlist-
ment to Technician Third Grade Vietta M. Bates of Camden, New Jersey, mak-
ing Bates the first enlisted women to serve in the regular Army.13 Numerous 
enlistment ceremonies occurred for the other Services, which for the optimistic 
seemed full of promise to women denied permanent billets.14 “The lure of for-
eign travel, all expenses paid, steady work, and no more inflation worries, is 
inspiring thousands of young women all over the country in a new rush to the 
colors,” Josephine Ripley reported for the Christian Science Monitor. In an era 
when most women were supposed to be considering motherhood as their main 
social role, Ripley noted that the new law “opened up a brand new, lifetime 
career for women.”15

Nona Brown, a reporter for the New York Times, explained the impact of 
the legislation: “When 412 young military recruits started hupping and salut-
ing in three new training schools this fall, something new was definitely added 
to the American way of life. These recruits were women—girls, really—the first 
in the nation’s history to sign up for three-year hitches in the regular military 
services.”16 The three schools included the Great Lakes Naval Training Station 
near Chicago, the Army’s Camp Lee in Virginia, and Lackland Air Force Base 
(now Joint Base San Antonio), Texas. After their training, women were able 
to serve in the military as a career, rather than solely as short-term emergency 
reserves. Clearly, despite social norms, women responded to the changes as did 
the military by making room for them at the various training camps.

The Creation of the Defense Advisory 
Committee on Women in the Services
The creation of the Defense Advisory Committee on Women in the Services, or 
DACOWITS, was another major milestone regarding women in the U.S. mili-
tary. George C. Marshall, secretary of defense in 1951, created DACOWITS.17 
Marshall explained, “For some time I have felt the desirability of establishing in 
my office a policy advisory committee of leading American women to furnish 
guidance to the Department of Defense on problems relating to women in the 
Services.”18 To implement his policy vision, Marshall chose his close friend and 
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confidant, Anna M. Rosenberg, assistant secretary of defense for manpower 
and reserve affairs. Marshall boasted that Rosenberg “keenly desires that such 
a committee be established and the committee would work with her in the ac-
complishment of its objectives.” He added that the committee would “perform 
a distinct and much needed service to the Department and the nation.”19 Like-
wise, Rosenberg was a staunch supporter of Marshall on a range of personnel 
issues, including women in the U.S. military and universal military training, 
among many others.20 

Once he formed the committee and she took the lead with it, Marshall 
and Rosenberg appointed 50 prominent women to serve annually as members, 
and the group held approximately four meetings per year, providing oversight 
and guidance on the entire spectrum of issues impacting women in the U.S. 
military. The establishment of DACOWITS resulted in women in American 
military service receiving attention from senior policy makers and the many 
renowned members that filled the committee’s ranks every year thereafter.21 The 
1948 Women’s Armed Services Integration Act and the 1950 outbreak of the 
Korean War undoubtedly triggered DACOWITS, as the former heightened the 
role of women in the U.S. military even as it constrained the number of women 
allowed to serve and the ranks that they could attain, while the latter strained 
total available military personnel, leading to arguments at that time that in-
creased recruiting of women would allow more men to fight on the Korean 
Peninsula. As a result, policy makers considered the role of women in American 
military service in a way previously ignored.

A little more than one year later, Mary I. Barber, DACOWITS member 
and well-known food consultant from Battle Creek, Michigan, reflected on 
the committee’s first year in a lecture given to the 35th Annual Meeting of the 
American Dietetic Association in the Minneapolis Municipal Auditorium. 
Discussing DACOWITS and explaining that the group’s members “repre-
sent fields of interest of especial [sic] value in studying the needs of women 
who have answered the call to military service,” Barber articulated the group’s 
goals as well as its interpretation at that time of women in the U.S. military. 
As the Korean War raged, much of their discourse centered on recruiting 
women into the military to allow more men to serve on the front lines. Bar-
ber divulged, “Mrs. Rosenberg has indicated that unless women volunteer 
for military service, men will have to be recalled for the second or even third 
time.”22 It is instructive to remember that policy makers such as Marshall and 
Rosenberg were responsible for military personnel in its totality, including 
men and women. Rosenberg related women in the U.S. military directly to 
men because there was an overall requirement for personnel: she argued that 
every woman who served in the military would release a man who could 
then report to commanders in Korea. Wartime requirements drove attention 
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toward military service by women and forced leaders to consider policy revi-
sions as a result.

Barber also articulated both “hurdles” and “advantages” of women in the 
U.S. military. The hurdles included “lack of prestige (this is rapidly changing),” 
the “belief that [a] women’s place is in the home (young girls often get more 
supervision in service than in the home),” “objection to regimentation (no more 
than in summer camps and boarding schools),” “living conditions in some in-
stallations (one job of the committee is to inspect, report and recommend on 
this subject),” “career opportunities (greater than many civilian jobs for high 
school girls),” and “objections of men in the family and of boy friends [sic].” 
The advantages encompassed a variety of differing motivations, which included:

[a] chance for continuing education at college level . . . train-
ing for a career in one of many fields . . . [a] healthful life  
. . . [the] opportunity for leadership . . . good pay with medical 
and dental care . . . challenging work . . . patriotic service, [and 
the] chance to share the sacrifice being made by the young 
men of our country.23 

Barber’s lengthy exposition illustrated the positives and negatives confronting 
women in the U.S. military, as perceived by some observers at that time.

DACOWITS focused on these important issues. The group sought to out-
line challenges and opportunities for women in the U.S. military and to pro-
mulgate ways to overcome them. As a result, the group continued “to create 
public acceptance of and respect for women in uniform, to improve the quality 
of enlistees by careful screening, to inspect installations where service women 
are on duty, to make constructive recommendations regarding their health and 
nutrition, education, career training, recreation, and housing. An over-all [sic] 
recruitment drive is a continuing project.” The committee provided relentless 
emphasis, analysis, and oversight on improving the experience of women in the 
U.S. military and highlighting prospects for progress. As a result, policy makers 
at the highest levels increasingly noticed DACOWITS’s work specifically and 
women in the U.S. military generally: 

Tangible recognition of Women in the Armed Services was 
evidenced by a commemorative stamp issued on September 
11[, 1952,] with an impressive ceremony at the White House. 
Most of the largest and many smaller women’s organizations 
are cooperating with our Committee. Public opinion polls 
show that attitudes are changing and improving toward Wom-
en in the Armed Services. Material has been prepared—leaf-
lets, movies, television and radio programs, to keep people 
informed and alert on the subject.24
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DACOWITS, as demonstrated by the commemorative stamp and White 
House ceremony, facilitated many activities promoting women in American 
military service. 

DACOWITS’s major accomplishment was its steadfast public-relations 
campaign to promote women in the U.S. military and persistent policy over-
sight to advocate equal opportunities for them. Of course, many policy mak-
ers at this time held paternalistic attitudes and linked the issue of women in 
the U.S. military with their support of their male counterparts. Barber argued, 
“The Korean situation shows no sign of being brought to an end. Women are 
needed to release men from duty in this country, for duty overseas.”25 For policy 
makers at that time, there was a direct and tangible connection between wom-
en and men in the American military. Those in charge of military personnel 
policy had to fill specific personnel requirements. Therefore, they argued that 
having more women in the U.S. military, although predominantly in support 
functions stateside, freed men to fill other military positions, primarily com-
bat assignments overseas. Military leaders teamed the two in a practical, albeit 
patronizing, way. Yet this fit the culture of the time and allowed women, who 
supported or disagreed with gendered roles, to have access to military service.

The Women’s Armed Services Integration Act in 1948 and the creation of 
DACOWITS in 1951 portended a partial shift toward integrating women into 
the American military. Progress for those who sought it, unfortunately, stalled 
for the following two decades, because the presence of the draft during the Cold 
War satiated the demand for additional personnel. When shortages of person-
nel occurred, Lewis B. Hershey, director of the Selective Service System, simply 
increased the quota during draft calls. Women continued to serve in the U.S. 
military during this time at roughly 2 percent of the total force. Approximately 
48,700 women served during the Korean War, and females filled many posi-
tions in the United States during the Vietnam War when there was a shortage 
of men to fill these positions—7,500 women served in Vietnam, primarily as 
nurses.26 World War II had greatly expanded the role of women in the U.S. 
military in a reserve capacity, but afterward the draft dominated the early Cold 
War environment, which alleviated the shortage of personnel and therefore di-
minished the perceived need among military policy makers for additional per-
sonnel, including women. As a result, the draft also limited changes to military 
personnel policy to recruit women in larger numbers. The transition to the 
All-Volunteer Force, or AVF, removed the pressure-relief valve of the draft and 
prompted military leaders to search for additional recruits. As a result, women 
in the U.S. military received heightened attention once again.

Advent of the All-Volunteer Force
Opportunities for women in the U.S. military fundamentally changed with the 
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transition to the AVF. On 17 October 1968, then-presidential candidate Rich-
ard M. Nixon made a campaign pledge to end the draft. “I say it’s time we took 
a new look at the draft—at the question of permanent conscription in a free so-
ciety,” he vowed. “If we find we can reasonably meet our peacetime manpower 
needs by other means—then we should prepare for the day when the draft can 
be phased out of American life.”27 Secretary of Defense Melvin R. Laird later 
identified this revelation as the beginning of the end for the draft. To Nixon, 
the main challenge concerning military service in a democracy was determining 
the best method to keep and maintain force levels. He publicly questioned how 
such a goal could be accomplished with the draft and concluded that voluntary 
recruitment was the superlative option. Therefore, who served and how they 
did so became prominent questions related to American military service.

Nixon hoped to leverage his promise to end the draft to appeal to young 
voters in the 1968 presidential election.28 The draft had become increasingly 
unpopular due to a range of reasons. “A variety of student and other deferments 
had undermined confidence in the fairness of the draft system,” admitted Laird. 
“For seven long years, from age 19 to 26, young men endured the uncertainty 
of an inequitable draft system which selected a few among the many who were 
subject to it. This prolonged term of uncertainty made it extremely difficult for 
them to plan for their education, career, and family.” This situation meant that 
not everyone served but that there was great uncertainty for all because of the 
lingering exposure to draft calls for seven years. In addition to uncertainty, in-
consistency cast a dark shadow. One significant problem with the draft was the 
widely perceived inequity of deferments. “The chance of being drafted varied 
by state and local community, and by one’s economic status,” Laird conceded. 
“Many young men entered college solely to avoid the draft, and their inter-
action with the educational community was often unsatisfactory. Those who 
could not afford college were drafted and felt the sting of discrimination.”29 
Thus, the draft impacted Americans quite differently. If a young man had the 
means to go to college, then the draft receded in impact for him. If not, then 
he was much more likely to receive a draft notice and perhaps feel the economi-
cally based discriminatory nature of the draft system.30 Additionally, local varia-
tions created inequalities based on geographical location because the system was 
not standardized nationally.

In addition to uncertainty and inconsistency, the military increasingly used 
the draft to meet the heightened mobilization demands of the Vietnam War, 
making the draft more important for increasing manpower than previously 
during the early Cold War. Laird explained this new emphasis on increasing 
manpower due to the Vietnam War: “In the years preceding this Administra-
tion, draft calls were increased to supply manpower for the massive build-up 
of troops in Vietnam.” This correlation with the Vietnam War’s manpower re-
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quirements were reflected in the fact that personnel needs skyrocketed due to 
the Vietnam War, and so too did draft calls. This dynamic accentuated uncer-
tainty and inconsistency, thereby making the draft increasingly unpopular. A 
brief survey of draft calls during this time proves the point. In 1964, the draft 
called 108,000 men to compulsory military service. The following year, that 
number more than doubled to 233,000 draftees. In 1966, draft calls skyrocket-
ed to 365,000 soldiers. In 1967, draft calls temporarily dipped to 219,000 but 
spiked again the following year to 299,000 men. In addition to draftees, the 
Selective Service System also produced draft-motivated volunteers, individuals 
who volunteered to retain control over their military service and assignment. 
According to Laird, “In addition to those drafted, more than half of the young 
men enlisting in military service did so because of the draft, not because they 
are true volunteers.” This caused “thousands more [men to] enlist . . . in the 
Guard and Reserve because they perceived these organizations to be without 
a mission, undeployable, and a safe haven from the draft and the war in Viet-
nam.”31 The draft, essentially, ensured that the Department of Defense (DOD) 
had all the men it needed for an unpopular war, keeping women’s participation 
low and almost invisible to the American public.

For Nixon and Laird, the solution to ending the draft meant converting the 
military to a voluntary force made up of American citizens. For the AVF to be 
viable, however, military leaders needed to make military service increasingly 
attractive to potential recruits and expand opportunities for underrepresent-
ed groups, especially women. Laird ensured that “we are determined that the 
All-Volunteer Force shall have broad appeal to young men and women of all 
racial, ethnic, and economic backgrounds.” Moreover, he noted that the DOD 
had also reinforced the message that this meant drawing potential recruits from 
both sexes by emphasizing “equality of opportunity for all uniformed mem-
bers.”32 To accomplish the transition to the AVF, Nixon and Laird shifted focus 
toward equality of opportunity within military service, resulting in an action 
and reaction cycle. Critics unfairly contended that the AVF would be either all 
African American, all poor, or both. In response, the DOD sought to ensure 
that the AVF was representative of American society, as Laird’s language above 
articulated.

Military leaders also recognized that in order to make the AVF sustainable, 
they would need to expand opportunities for women. Early in the transition, 
the DOD predicted that there would be significant shortfalls in male recruit-
ing and identified increased female recruiting as one potential offset: “Cur-
rent trends indicate that a series of vigorous actions must be taken to avoid 
enlisted shortages” by intensifying recruitment and making the current force 
better trained but also “by selectively replacing military men in jobs that can be 
performed as well and as economically by civilians and military women.”33 The 
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DOD pointed toward women as one way to offset the absence of male draftees 
after the advent of the AVF. Policy makers sought improved retention as one 
offset and increased opportunities for women in military service as another. 
Because their views often patronized women, and for the most part did not yet 
envision complete equality for them in American military service, they started 
a process that would continue. Laird explained to Nixon that

many support-type jobs now filled by military men can be 
performed effectively and economically by civilians and mil-
itary women. The expanded use of these alternate sources of 
manpower can reduce the requirement for male recruits.34 

As a result, the transition to the AVF spurred military policy makers to increase 
the recruitment of women, albeit with the explicit intention of placing them 
into support functions. These policy makers argued that doing so served two 
important functions: it lessened the overall number of male recruits required in 
the absence of the draft, and it allowed more of those male recruits to serve in 
combat functions instead of support roles.

Using civilians and military women were two important factors to end the 
draft and maintain force levels, an approach that resulted in unintended con-
sequences. One way to attract female recruits was to open up more military 
jobs for women. Doing so, however, provided additional pressure to open even 
more occupations, especially ones that many policy makers at that time did 
not envision ever opening, such as combat roles. Debates regarding military 
service prompted alterations in personnel policy in the 1970s. Demand for 
more people in military service during conflict forced consideration of the use 
of additional personnel from underutilized groups. These dynamics spurred ex-
panded opportunity and future change. One part of Laird’s plan to make the 
AVF feasible was to double the number of women in the U.S. military. Laird 
divulged the strategy to increase personnel:

the Services . . . prepar[ed] plans which would nearly double 
the number of enlisted women in the Services from 31,000 
to 59,000 by June 1977, with the addition of another 3,000 
female officers. . . . These plans will be implemented to the 
extent they are effective and feasible.35 

The adoption of the AVF created a significant shift toward expanded oppor-
tunity in American military service, probably far more than most envisioned 
at that time. This milestone, however, initiated the process of wider access to 
various military occupational specialties, which would gain momentum later.

As the AVF survived its initial trials, other efforts took center stage. In 
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1987, the DOD established a Task Force on Women in the Military “as a direct 
result of continuing concerns raised by the DACOWITS about the full inte-
gration of women in the armed forces.”36 The task force evaluated a range of 
issues related to women in the U.S. military, including attitudes toward wom-
en, combat exclusion policies, and career development, among others; combat 
exclusion policies were chief among them. Even with some progress in enlarg-
ing prospects for women, numerous barriers remained. In 1988, the General 
Accounting Office found that approximately one-half of all active duty military 
jobs were still closed to women.37 These male-only occupations included both 
combat and noncombat positions. Even so, the task force interpreted its mis-
sion in a narrow sense: “The Task Force mission on this topic was to evaluate the 
impact of ‘consistency in application’ of exclusion statutes and policies rather 
than questioning the combat exclusion itself.”38 While events spurred military 
policy makers to ensure that the exclusion policies were uniform in implemen-
tation, it failed to generate a wholesale reconsideration at that time of their 
necessity, desirability, or even appropriateness.

In January 1988, the task force issued its final report and declared, “Total 
force readiness requires that all military members, male and female, have an 
opportunity to develop their talent to the fullest. Because women are a minority 
of people in uniform (about 10 percent), special efforts are essential to establish 
that opportunity.”39 Key among its recommendations, the task force urged Sec-
retary of Defense Frank C. Carlucci to take bold action: 

Issue guidance to the Secretaries of the Military Departments 
on the definition of combat missions which excludes women 
from combat positions and units in each Service as required 
or implied by statutes. In addition, the guidance should state 
that noncombat units can be also closed to women on grounds 
of risk of exposure to direct combat, hostile fire, or capture, 
provided that the type, degree, and duration of risk is equal to 
or greater than that experienced by associated combat units (of 
similar land, sea or air type) in the same theaters of operation.40 

The task force standardized combat exclusion policies across the military 
Services; it also reinforced them. As a result, the Department of Defense on 3 
February 1988 adopted the “Risk Rule,” which specified that 

risks of direct combat, exposure to hostile fire, or capture are 
proper criteria for closing non-combat positions or units to 
women, when the type, degree, and duration of such risks are 
equal to or greater than the combat units with which they are 
normally associated within a given theater of operations.41 
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Carlucci further specified that “if the risk of non-combat units or positions 
is less than comparable land, air or sea combat units with which they are asso-
ciated, then they should be open to women.”42 Even though Carlucci’s order 
standardized combat exclusions for women, many observers still praised it for 
opening numerous noncombat occupations. The Washington Post characterized 
the alteration as “an expansion of job opportunities for women in the Air Force 
and Marine Corps, including the assignment of female Marines to embassy 
guard duty.”43 Carlucci praised the Navy’s prior efforts to make approximately 
9,900 new occupations available to women and ordered the Air Force to allow 
women to serve in an additional 3,600 military assignments, including Red 
Horse (rapid engineer deployable heavy operational repair squadron engineers) 
and Mobile Aerial Port squadrons.

The Presidential Commission 
on the Assignment of Women in the Armed Forces
The Persian Gulf War (1990–91) produced another opportunity for women 
to serve in the U.S. military.44 The massive mobilization for this war refocused 
American society on military service, especially the issue of women in the U.S. 
military.45 On 5 December 1991, President George H. W. Bush signed Public 
Law 102-190, also known as the National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal 
Years 1992 and 1993. Part D, titled “Assignment of Women in the Armed Forc-
es,” included the establishment of a panel “to be known as the Commission on 
the Assignment of Women in the Armed Forces.” As a result, the Persian Gulf 
War influenced military personnel policy, especially regarding women. Prior 
to the war, there were restrictions on females serving on combatant ships; the 
commission’s recommendations would eventually overturn this long-standing 
prohibition. The timing of this commission was no coincidence. As before, ma-
jor military personnel policy changes often coincided with war. 

Practical concerns dictated policy, and wars focused American society on 
military service, including opportunities and challenges. The Commission on 
the Assignment of Women in the Armed Forces was no different. Its general 
duties were to “assess the laws and policies restricting the assignment of female 
service members” and “make findings on such matters.” The commission eval-
uated assignment policies, specifically looking at expanding opportunity and 
the implications of such developments. Its members analyzed a wide range of 
considerations related to women in the military, including combat effective-
ness, public attitudes, legal matters, the Selective Service System, required mod-
ifications to facilities, and such personnel issues as recruitment, retention, and 
promotion.46 The commission had to submit its final report to President Bush 
no later than 15 November 1992, which he would then transmit to Congress 
by 15 December 1992.
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Robert T. Herres, a U.S. Air Force retired general, chaired the commission. 
Herres was a U.S. Naval Academy graduate but received his commission in 
the U.S. Air Force. Throughout his lengthy military career, he had served as 
commander of 8th Air Force; commander-in-chief of U.S. Space Command; 
and vice chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff when he retired after 36 years of 
military service. The commission’s 15 members also included Major General 
Mary Elizabeth Clarke, U.S. Army (Retired), who had served as commandant 
of the Military Police Corps and Chemical Corps; commanded Fort McClellan, 
Alabama; and had been director of the Women’s Army Corps. Like Herres, she 
had served in the military for more than 36 years. Charles C. Moskos, profes-
sor of sociology at Northwestern University, chairman of the Inter-University 
Seminar on Armed Forces and Society, and a former draftee, also served as a 
member.47

The commission conducted the most extensive research effort into wom-
en in the military in American history. Its members recounted that “research 
has included surveys of active duty military personnel and the general public, 
comments from over 3,000 retired Generals and Admirals, review of thousands 
of documents, and site visits to 31 military installations.” The commission’s 
activities and scope were vast. Its members examined an enormous amount in 
a relatively short period of time and produced an exhaustive study of policies 
regarding women in the U.S. military. The commission also surveyed all retired 
general and flag officers: “In September, the Commission approved and mailed 
a questionnaire to all 6,109 retired generals and admirals. More than 3,200 
responded by October 8, the date the commission stopped tabulating answers.” 
As a result, the commission obtained direct input from more than half of all re-
tired generals and admirals in the United States and considered their collective 
judgment among a host of other data gathered.48

These surveys done by the commission indicated that the vast majority of 
general and flag officers at that time opposed allowing women in the military 
to serve in combat assignments. Herres and his colleagues revealed that “90 
percent of those polled say they oppose assignments to infantry, while 76 per-
cent and 71 percent oppose the assignment of women to combatant ships and 
combat aircraft, respectively.” General and flag officers overwhelmingly resisted 
lifting any of the direct combat exclusions for women. It was interesting, how-
ever, that there was more opposition to combatant ships than fighter aircraft, 
given that the commission eventually would vote to lift the restriction on ships 
but not aircraft; the two positions were inverted. There was also divergence 
between age groups that presaged the potential for more change in the future: 
“The most recently retired flag officers (1990–1992) are less opposed to women 
in combat than the older retirees.” This situation indicated that there was more 
acceptance for women serving in the armed forces as women continued to at-
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tain more prominent roles and that there was a generational gap in the level of 
acceptance.49

There was a generational difference between older and younger general and 
flag officers. The younger officers had served with women in increased num-
bers in the AVF, whereas the older officers had served largely during the draft 
era, when women represented less than 2 percent of the military. The Persian 
Gulf War also seemed to be a watershed moment in perception in American 
society toward women in the U.S. military, although the actual results of the 
commission were not commensurate with this development, likely due to the 
timing of the final report between the end of the Bush administration and the 
beginning of the William J. “Bill” Clinton administration. In addition, fierce 
debate erupted at the start of the Clinton administration regarding open service 
by homosexuals in the military, shifting the public’s attention. After exhaus-
tive research, the commission revealed prominent military attitudes in the early 
1990s toward service by females. Herres and his colleagues concluded, “It is 
apparent, that this unique military community opposed assigning women to 
combat specialties.”50 In the end, the commission voted against the retired flag 
officers’ position on one of three counts—women were allowed on ships but 
were not able to serve aboard aircraft or in ground combat.

To conclude its work, the commission met from 1–3 November 1992 to 
vote on its final recommendations. Herres stated that “the Commission voted 
to uphold the current exclusions barring women from ground and air combat, 
and agreed that these exclusions be made law. However, in an historic ballot, 
the Commission also voted to open combat assignments, never before open to 
women, aboard some combatant ships.” Commission members highlighted the 
following three votes as their most important legacy. By a vote of 10 to 2 with 
three abstentions, they urged “the Services [to] adopt gender-neutral assignment 
policies, providing for the possibility of involuntary assignment of any qualified 
personnel to any position open to them.” By a vote of eight to seven, with zero 
abstentions, they approved the combat aircraft exclusion, while they repealed 
the combat ship exclusion by a vote of eight to six with one abstention.51 

It is important to note that commission members held a wide divergence of 
views, unlike some previous presidential commissions that worked on military 
personnel policy. The President’s Advisory Commission on Universal Training 
(19 December 1946–29 May 1947), which considered universal military train-
ing, or UMT; the President’s National Advisory Commission on Selective Ser-
vice (2 July 1966–February 1967), which examined equity in military service; 
and the President’s Commission on an All-Volunteer Armed Force (27 March 
1969–20 February 1970), which investigated the transition to the AVF, all in-
cluded supporters who unanimously recommended the proposed policy under 
consideration—UMT, the draft, or the AVF in each specific case. President 
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Bush’s commission evidenced far greater diversity of views among the commis-
sion members; on the contentious votes, they almost evenly split.

On 15 November 1992, the commission submitted its final report to Pres-
ident Bush. According to Herres, “Our most important achievement, among 
others, is the clear identification of 17 major issues that need to be addressed by 
the Administration and Congress if we are to develop a comprehensive policy 
on the role of women in the military.” Herres reiterated that 

even if there is disagreement with how we came down on some 
of these issues, I hope our nation’s political leadership address-
es each of them squarely and at least considers the rationale 
behind all of the Commission’s recommendations. Their sig-
nificance must not be overlooked.52 

The commission submitted its final report to both President Bush and 
President-elect Clinton. Their recommendations came at a time of transition, 
however, occurring after Clinton’s election victory but before he assumed office. 
This political timing muted the impact of the commission as the debate shifted 
almost immediately at Clinton’s initiative to open military service by homo-
sexuals, which would consume much of his administration’s first six months in 
1993 and eventually resulted in the compromise law colloquially referred to as 
Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell. 

The commission’s major recommendations were far-reaching: 
Repeal legislation that excludes the assignment of women to 
combatant ships; 

Exclude women from direct land combat and combat air-
craft; 

Apply gender-neutral assignment policies to all positions 
open to both genders on a best-qualified basis; 

Maintain different standards for physical fitness and well-
ness for men and women, however, when physical strength 
and endurance are integral to job performance, physical stan-
dards should be established and both men and women must 
meet those same standards; 

Women would not be required to register for the draft.53 

These major recommendations of the commission were a step forward, although 
incomplete and disjointed. 

Members of the commission provided a thorough and vast investigation 
into military personnel policy regarding women, the largest of its kind in Amer-
ican history. It included a massive survey of both societal and military attitudes 
toward women in military service, public hearings with hundreds of expert 
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witnesses, and diverse input from thousands of Americans, military and civilian 
alike. Within the setting of the early 1990s, it explains why some of the con-
clusions seemed progressive while others were more conservative. For example, 
the commission voted to repeal the combat restriction for ships but not for air-
craft, even though neither one evidenced the same heightened resistance as that 
against ground combat. Its members shied away from ground combat because 
there was not a consensus in American society for overturning this restriction at 
that time. Throughout their deliberations, Herres and his colleagues undertook 
the most extensive study of women in the military in U.S. history:

The objective pursuit of facts included a comprehensive sur-
vey of active duty military personnel and the general public 
by The Roper Organization and review of thousands of doc-
uments. In addition, the Commission heard testimony from 
more than 300 witnesses: soldiers, sailors, airmen and Marines 
of all ranks and in a wide variety of military specialties, as well 
as social, cultural and religious experts; over 11,000 American 
citizens sent statements or letters to the Commission.54

In other words, the military heard from Americans on their views of equality as 
well as from officers and their concerns about women in combat.

As the commission’s work came to a close, Herres boasted, “Since its incep-
tion on March 17, 1992, the Commission has been studying the role of women 
in the military. The result has been the creation of an unprecedented, extensive 
repository of information that will be useful for policy-makers, historians, and 
students of the issue.”55 Indeed, with its work completed, the commission offi-
cially disbanded on 15 February 1993.56

Opening Ground Combat Occupations 
and Units to Women
As in the case of World War II, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War, con-
flict has often focused American society’s attention on military service, oppor-
tunities within it, and challenges to improve it. As the second decade of the 
twenty-first century dawned, the U.S. military found itself still involved in 
two major armed conflicts, and debate resurfaced regarding opening remaining 
combat occupations and units to women. One factor that heightened reconsid-
eration was that the nature of combat operations in Iraq and Afghanistan pro-
vided evidence of little distinction between front lines and rear areas or combat 
assignments and support operations.57 As a result, many observers argued that 
policies restricting women from combat assignments were increasingly anach-
ronistic and irrelevant.58 Regardless of one’s specific MOS, male and female 
servicemembers often found themselves in combat even when military person-
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nel policy officially categorized their specific assignments as noncombat. Partly 
in response, a series of significant changes occurred in less than a decade.59 
In a first, the DOD rescinded long-standing Navy prohibitions and allowed 
women to serve on submarines.60 On 22 February 2010, Secretary of Defense 
Robert M. Gates ordered the Navy to launch a phased plan to allow women to 
serve on submarines: first female officers and then women sailors would serve 
aboard submarines after appropriate training, which would take approximately 
one year to complete.61 By December 2011, two dozen female officers assumed 
billets aboard the USS Georgia (SSGN 729) and USS Wyoming (SSBN 742), 
homeported at Kings Bay, Georgia, and the USS Maine (SSBN 741) and USS 
Ohio (SSGN 726), based in Bangor, Washington.62 By August 2015, four fe-
male enlisted sailors began Basic Enlisted Submarine School in Groton, Con-
necticut. They would be the first of 38 female sailors who would serve aboard 
the USS Michigan (SSGN 727) upon completion of their training.63

A little more than one year after the Pentagon’s decision to allow women 
to serve aboard submarines, another major change addressed opening combat 
occupations and units to women. On 15 March 2011, Lester L. Lyles, chair of 
the Military Leadership Diversity Commission, informed President Barack H. 
Obama, “While we find the promotion policies and practices of the Department 
of Defense and the Services to be fair, we find also that there are some barriers 
to improving demographic representation among military leaders.”64 The com-
mission made 20 specific recommendations, ranging from simple definitions 
to annual reports. The most significant suggestion, however, related to women 
in the U.S. military. Lyles urged the “DoD and the Services [to] eliminate the 
‘combat exclusion policies’ for women, including the removal of barriers and 
inconsistencies, to create a level playing field for all qualified servicemembers.”65 
In response, in the Ike Skelton National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal 
Year 2011, Congress mandated that

the Secretary of Defense, in coordination with the Secretaries 
of the military departments, shall conduct a review of laws, 
policies, and regulations, including the collocation policy, that 
may restrict the service of female members of the Armed Forc-
es to determine whether changes in such laws, policies, and 
regulations are needed to ensure that female members have 
equitable opportunities to compete and excel in the Armed 
Forces.66

Promotion processes within the military Services dictated a comprehensive re-
examination of women in the U.S. military.

The Department of Defense immediately commenced the required review, 
and after nearly a year of exhaustive study prepared to act. In February 2012, 
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Jo Ann Rooney, acting undersecretary of defense for personnel and readiness, 
disclosed that the DOD intended to “eliminate the co-location exclusion from 
the 1994 policy,” allow exceptions to policy that would assign women to open 
occupational specialties in battalions that engaged in direct combat, assess the 
relevance of the direct combat unit assignment prohibition for future policy 
decisions, and pursue the development of gender-neutral physical standards for 
occupational specialties closed due to separate and unequal gender-based physi-
cal requirements. As a result, the DOD eliminated the previous “Risk Rule” and 
made two major policy revisions affecting women in the U.S. military, elimi-
nating the colocation prohibition and allowing women to serve in open MOSs 
with combat units at the battalion level.67 The National Women’s Law Center 
estimated that the first change unlocked 13,139 positions that were previously 
inaccessible to women in the Army and the second modification released 1,186 
positions that beforehand the Army, Navy, and Marine Corps had restricted.68

On 24 January 2013, Secretary of Defense Leon E. Panetta and Chair of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff Martin E. Dempsey rescinded the 1994 Department of 
Defense assignment policy for women and required the military departments 
to submit by 15 May 2013 implementation plans for opening combat occupa-
tions and units to women and to integrate women into newly opened positions 
no later than 1 January 2016.69 On 3 December 2015, Ashton B. Carter, the 
new secretary of defense, opened to women all combat roles within the U.S. 
military. “There will be no exceptions,” Carter insisted. “They’ll be allowed to 
drive tanks, fire mortars and lead infantry soldiers into combat. They’ll be able 
to serve as Army Rangers and Green Berets, Navy SEALs, Marine Corps infan-
try, Air Force parajumpers and everything else that was previously open only to 
men.”70 Carter’s order opened approximately 220,000 military assignments to 
women, erasing the last vestiges of gender-based assignment policies for women 
in the U.S. military.

Momentous change occurred quickly, and Kristen Griest again made his-
tory. On 27 April 2016, the U.S. Army Ranger and captain became the Army’s 
first female infantry officer as she transferred to that combat arms specialty. As 
previously discussed at the outset of this essay, Griest had become one of the 
first females to complete Ranger School, a grueling two-month course that the 
Army previously had restricted to male soldiers.71 Griest “hope[d] that with 
our performance in Ranger school we’ve been able to inform that decision as to 
what they can expect from women in the military,” emphasizing that “w[omen] 
can handle things physically and mentally on the same level as men.” Even 
though Griest blazed a trail, others immediately followed. 

In spring 2016, the U.S. Military Academy at West Point approved 13 
female cadets to enter the armor branch of the Army and 9 others entered the 
infantry, providing a career path for women that heretofore the Army had of-
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ficially blocked.72 First as a Ranger and then as an infantry officer, Griest had 
completed an immeasurable personal journey. She also personified the longer 
and broader journey of women in the U.S. military. From WACs in World War 
II to Rangers today, women in the U.S. military have served for a long time and 
with much distinction. There have been numerous hurdles in their path: mil-
itary personnel policies often have restricted their numbers, ranks, and assign-
ments, among many other obstacles. Over time, however, women in the U.S. 
military have persevered to challenge these inequalities, advocate for expanded 
opportunities, and serve with honor. As a result, they have ensured that the U.S. 
military is open to all who are willing and able to serve.
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